We describe experiences from integrating a semester-long economic analysis project into an intermediate macroeconomic theory course. Students work in teams of "economic advisors" to write a series of nested reports for a decision-maker, analyzing the current economic situation, evaluating and proposing policies while responding to events during the semester in real-time. The project simulates real-world policy consulting with an emphasis on applying economic theory and models. We describe the project setup and how to tailor its theme to current events, explain methods for keeping it manageable in larger classes, and document student learning outcomes by survey results and report summaries. Besides improving the learning experience, this project equips economics students to contribute their own views to policy debates and buttress them with tight macroeconomic reasoning.
Project Motivation
Employers frequently voice dissatisfaction with the skills of college graduates. The list of the most lacking skills implicates critical thinking, applying knowledge to real-world settings, effective written communication, creativity as well as team collaboration (Hart Research Associates 2013) . The recent recession also triggered a renewed discussion on how and what to teach in undergraduate courses (Blinder 2010; Colander 2010; de Araujo, O'Sullivan, and Simpson 2013; Friedman 2010; Shiller 2010) . Students themselves feel these deficits, and complain about stylized textbook theory disconnected from the complex policy debates they witness in the media and about memorizing equations without a sense of how to use them to bring their own viewpoints across.
We describe the setup and experiences from a semester-long, team-based, written economic analysis project that we integrated into otherwise standard intermediate macroeconomic theory courses at Boston College (BC) and Washington State University (WSU) from 2009 to 2012 to address the above concerns. In this project, students work in teams of "economic advisors" to write a series of nested reports for a well-known decision-maker, analyzing the current economic situation, evaluating and proposing policies while responding to events during the semester in real time. The emphasis is on learning to use macroeconomic theory and models to support one's points of view. Our project complements textbook-based teaching for intermediate macroeconomics in two ways:
1 First, students tend to memorize textbook storylines to have the "correct answer" ready for exams. Instead of promoting memorization of "correct answers" as the dominant learning strategy, we encourage "learning to argue with macro theory". Instead of temporarily filling up short-term memory with static knowledge, we equip students with a dynamic, pretested and thus ready-to-use toolset. The project forces both students and instructors to validate (or invalidate) the theory with current events as we teach. Inevitably the project brings up questions about assumptions behind the theory, and students deserve an answer.
Second, although frequent revisions of textbooks try to keep up with economic developments, they are inevitably at least two years behind the present. For example, even a rough treatment of the recent financial crisis and the subsequent recession was not available in textbooks at the end of 2009. Not only textbook authors struggled where to put these events and how to link them to the existing material -students did as well. The situation is not much different today. Textbooks exclude the hottest economic debates that surround students such as the 2012 presidential elections, sequestration crisis, the Tea Party movement, or appointment of the Chair of the Federal Reserve in 2014.
2 Our project makes the intermediate macro theory class an up-to-date event, where the first report at the beginning of the semester can for good reasons differ from the final one at the end of the semestereverybody's information set changes over the course of time.
For many students our project is the first opportunity to produce a team-based, written economic analysis report that integrates theory and models studied in class with current economic issues. Our experience shows that the project leads to a more engaged learning with students growing in both cognitive and affective respects. It strengthens not only economic analysis but also teamwork and writing skills. Some students initially find the project rather challenging, but in the end, they usually consider it interesting and rewarding and give the project high evaluations because they generated a product they are proud of.
The remainder of this paper is organized as follows: In Section 2, we describe the project organization and timing and compare our approach to others. Section 3 gives details of the WSU 2012 project and presents variations to show how it can be tailored to current economic and political affairs. Section 4 highlights the student learning objectives and gives examples of the feedback we have received from students. Section 5 concludes briefly.
In this section we describe the organization and sequence of reports for a typical project.
We also discuss resource considerations and the relation of our approach to others.
Organization
The project is structured in the cooperative learning framework with its five key elementsinterpersonal and small group social skills, positive interdependence, face-to-face interaction, group processing, and individual accountability -described by, for example, Bartlett (2006) and McGoldrick, Cooper, Marburger, Rhoads, and Smith (2013) . This approach has been shown to improve student learning outcomes in many fields including economics (Yamarik 2007).
To gain valuable interpersonal and small group social skills, students work in teams of "economic advisors" over the course of the semester to prepare an economic analysis report on the current economic situation. The teams are free to divide the work among the team members; however, they are responsible for reviewing each other's work to create positive interdependence and make sure they generate a cohesive report. We also encourage face-toface interaction within the teams to create discussions and learning from each other. 
Timing
At the first class meeting, the students receive a Project Overview which is a short, onepage document that describes the project theme and sets organizational guidelines such as deadlines, formatting (font size, line spacing), page limits, etc. Because the project is quite ambitious and challenging, it is broken down into a series of at least two, ideally three reports. Staggering the project into three nested reports gives the teams an opportunity for group processing of both the taskwork and teamwork as it leads to team discussions about how well the teams are functioning and how to improve on the next report.
Instructions for Report 1, worth 5% of the total course grade, are also handed out during the first class. 4 Report 1 is the shortest report (for example, only four pages long including graphs, tables and references), and it is due at the end of Week 3. Because we do not cover a lot of theory and models in the first three weeks, it centers on summarizing the current state of the economy. The purpose of this report is to become familiar with authoritative sources of macroeconomic data, learn to use this data to describe the economic situation, present the data concisely, and master general principles of good writing such as proper citations.
The common base of knowledge that all teams acquire when preparing this report has a wonderful side effect on in-class discussion: students are more informed and this brings in-class discussions to a fairly sophisticated level. We grade Report 1 quickly and provide detailed feedback, especially on the misuse of economic terms, premature conclusions, and possible alternative interpretations. An example of a confounded understanding are reports that ride roughshod over Fed independence when they recommend that "the President should tell the Federal Reserve to ...". Content and quality of exposition are equally valued. In grading,
we very much reward creativity and originality to encourage students to pursue their own interests and ideas. For example, we reward finding data sources and using macroeconomic variables beyond the ones covered in class.
5
In an alternative set-up, Report 1 can be assigned as an individual exercise to introduce an additional element of individual accountability, if the class size allows for this more individualized approach. In this setup, teams can be formed subsequently based on the interests expressed by the students in their first report instead of based on team self-selection or random assignment.
Report 2, worth 10% of the total course grade, is longer (for example, eight pages long including graphs, tables, and references), and it is due at the end of Week 9. The purpose of 4 The weight of the three reports can be set by the course instructor depending on other assignments that comprise the total course grade. We have, for example, used a grading scheme where the project is worth 30% of the total course grade with exams worth 60% and homework assignments adding up to 10%.
5 See Appendix A for an example of a grading matrix.
this report is twofold. First, the students have to revise Report 1. This involves incorporating feedback received from us as well as condensing Report 1 to less than four pages to make more room for answering Report 2 questions. Second, since this part of the semester covers most of the basic theory and models, the focus is on answering current economic affairs questions and making solid arguments using the theory and models. For example, the relationship between unemployment and gross domestic product can be introduced in the context of Okun's law. Or the relationship between unemployment and inflation can be discussed in the Phillips curve framework. The questions in Report 2 include both explanations of the current economic situation and evaluation of fiscal and/or monetary policies. We emphasize that there is no single "correct answer" that we expect to read. Instead, we encourage using the theory and models to bring students' points of view across and support their arguments with, or even against, macroeconomic theory. Again, we reward creative interpretations to encourage intellectual risk-taking.
Finally, Report 3, worth 15% of the total course grade, is the longest (for example, ten pages long including graphs, tables, and references) and is due at the end of week 14, about one week before the end of the semester. Again, the purpose of this report is twofold. First, the students rewrite and condense based on the feedback we provided on Report 2. Second, they answer the remaining questions which are focused on making policy recommendations;
here, a balanced view has to be presented, considering both pros and cons of the policies, and their team synthesis. 6 Again, rather than emphasizing one particular approach to the current economic woes, the students are encouraged to present their own economic and political views supported by theory and models. 6 A side benefit of this timeline is that students get hands-on experience with models and theory before taking the final exam.
7 Report 3 offers yet another way of introducing individual accountability: Students can be asked for a half-page personal statement of each advisor, followed by a one-half to one page joint synthesis of the entire team.
Resource Requirements
A necessary condition for any nice teaching idea to fly is that it satisfies the teacher's resource constraints. For this project, the limiting factors are, as usual, class size and grading resources.
We have successfully adjusted team size and report length in response to class size. We have used team sizes of two to four students and a final report length of eight to ten pages as class size varied across semesters. In large classes, a two-step report might be preferable to a three-step report.
We provide very clear and detailed instructions at the beginning to minimize wasteful communication with students about formalities and avoid grading ambiguities. In practice, only the short Report 1 requires providing feedback on formal requirements such as proper citations or report structure. In Reports 2 and 3, the formal requirements have almost always been met, and grading time can be spent on the substance.
Grading is made time-efficient by a clearly defined grading matrix such as the one provided in Appendix A. While most grading can be done by a teaching assistant, we find it beneficial to grade some aspects of the reports ourselves to gain a direct insight into how far students have progressed in mastering the class material, and to focus our lectures on areas of confusion.
Comparison to Other Approaches
The need to introduce more writing projects into the undergraduate economics curriculum has been noted before. For example, Docherty, Tse, Forman, and McKenzie (2010) implemented intensive writing in large (up to 500 students) intermediate macroeconomics courses with two short independent writing assignments (1000 and 2000 words) aimed at improving writing skills. In addition to targeting writing skills, our project strives to train students in applying macroeconomic theory and models to support their views on real-time events that surround them. Free to choose any opinion on the current economic and political situation and make any policy recommendation but required to follow a tight macro-theory-based reasoning, students "learn to argue with macro theory". The arguments can be with, but also against classroom theory and models by properly flagging violated assumptions and weaknesses. We encourage students to challenge stylized models and add (verbally) details needed to apply them to the issues they want to address. In addition to mastering the course material on a deeper level, the project simulates real-world policy consulting. The atmosphere of a real-world consulting situation is further created by reporting to a "well-known decision maker ", for example, President Obama or presidential candidates. Besides student excitement and improved learning experience, the project educates students to actively participate in the policy debate by weighting their views against current consensus models.
In contrast to short writing assignments as in Docherty et al. (2010) , we fully integrate the writing project into our semester-long course by structuring the project as a series of nested reports. This not only allows us to provide feedback and improve the reports over the course of the semester but it also allows us to demonstrate that the first report at the beginning of the semester can for good reasons differ from the final one at the end of the semesterinformation sets change over time and so does the economic and political situation. Finally, to simulate the real-world work environments, the project is team-based which makes the project more manageable and facilitates team discussions about diverse opinions.
Project Themes
We have run versions of this project in intermediate macroeconomics classes at BC and WSU since 2009. Table 1 provides an overview of the project themes, which we slightly varied over the years to pick up the hottest economic policy debates at that time in a natural way.
Common to all projects is the emphasis on "learning to argue with macro theory" and a realistic reporting situation to a well-known U.S. decision maker although the theme could be easily tailored to other countries.
As an example, Table 2 In this project, the first report asked students to suggest a campaign slogan for their candidate and to assess (real-world) competitors' policy proposals. The campaign slogans, listed in Appendix B, reveal a wide range of student perspectives, ranging from focusing on small businesses ("Tame the titans.") to reducing income inequality ("Take from the rich, give to the needy, make sure nobody gets too greedy.") and decreasing unemployment Project theme President Obama requested your team of economic advisers prepare a series of three reports, describing the state of the economy, analyzing causes of the recession, evaluating existing policies, and proposing new policies. Report 1 should include 1. description of the current state of the U.S. economy and comparison to the state prior to the recession (Please use important economic variables to describe the economy and explain to the President why these variables are important), 2. definition of a recession (Please inform the President whether the recession is over or not), 3. comparison of the recession to another recession in the history of the U.S. or any recession in another country (Please explain to the President why you chose this particular comparison by telling him why it is interesting and relevant), and 4. a brief analysis of causes of the recession. Report 2 should include 5. a thorough explanation of the causes (i.e., where the recession started) and how it spread throughout the economy: You can make any argument you like but you will probably want to discuss the housing sector and financial sector. Describe how the crisis spread from these sectors to the real economy. Be sure to include theory and models we learnt. 6. an evaluation of monetary policies taken by the Fed: Discuss actions taken by the Fed and describe the effect of these policies on the economy both in the long-run and in the short-run using the theories and models we learnt. Evaluate whether these policies were successful in combatting the recession. 7. an evaluation of fiscal policies taken by the government: Discuss the actions taken by the government and describe the effect of these policies on the economy both in the long-run and in the short-run using the theories and models we learnt. Evaluate whether these policies were successful in combatting the recession. You will probably want to discuss the national debt. Report 3 should include 8. a discussion of government deficit and trade deficit. Discuss why these deficits are or are not a concern, and 9. a summary of the most pressing issues in the U.S. economy today and what should be done to address them. Your suggestions should naturally follow from this summary and they should be balanced (E.g., if you suggest the government should increase spending, you need to consider the effect on government deficit. E.g., if you suggest the Fed should maintain a loose monetary policy, you need to consider the effect on inflation.)
("Vote yourself a job."), and from very partisan slogans ("...Get rid of Obamacare ...") to
embracing American values and ideals ("Of the people, for the people.").
Even more telling than the campaign slogans is the students' evaluation of the competitors' policy proposals. Table 3 shows that inequality issues received the most attention, with a large majority in favor of reducing inequality. Many groups also commented on the proposal to abolish the Federal Reserve Bank. Reassuringly, only one of eleven teams found any merit in this proposal. Sorted by number of mentions of a policy in student reports. Ambiguous slogans were given with additional details as follows: "Work must be rewarding": lower tax on wages; "End Bush tax cuts for the rich": increase the top income tax bracket from 35% back to 39.6%; "Low capital tax": cut the top corporate tax rate to 15%, eliminate taxes on capital gains, interest, and dividends, eliminate estate taxes; "We are the 99%": reduce income inequality among U.S. population; "Affordable housing for all"; "Extend level of mandatory health insurance"; "Eliminate Obamacare": undo Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act; "Fair economy": no bailouts for banks; "Stop the Ponzi scheme": eliminate retirement insurance in the Social Security Act; "All electric energy from renewable resources"; "Towards a sustainable economy"; "Free money": abolish the Federal Reserve Bank; "Lean government": eliminate the departments of Energy, Housing and Urban Development, Commerce, Interior, and Education.
Student Learning Outcomes and Feedback
Students learn a lot from this project and appreciate it. In this section, we summarize the learning goals and share the feedback we received.
Student Learning Outcomes
As long as the theme picks up on current macroeconomic issues, the student learning outcomes are common across the project themes. Within economics, the key learning outcomes are to:
1. use authoritative sources of macroeconomic data (for example, conducting a comparison of the current state of the economy to the state prior to the recession using key economic variables), 2. critically assess official statements (for example, deciding whether the recessions has ended or not and comparing this opinion to the one of the NBER business cycle dating committee)
3. view the economy as a whole of interconnected parts (for example, describing how the recession spread from the housing and financial sectors to the real economy), 4. make connections between macroeconomic theory/models and the current economic situation (for example, presenting an explanation of the recession causes using theory/models), 5. use macroeconomic theory/models to bring their own viewpoint across (for example, using theory/models and considering both short-run and long-run effects, argue whether monetary and fiscal policies were effective in combating the recession),
6. be cognizant of weaknesses and assumptions in models (for example, a consumption function reflecting a homogenous population with identical savings rates, no explicit model of consumer confidence, or a long-term growth model without accounting for externalities), 7. generate a balanced view that considers pros and cons of economic policies (for example, considering the implications for government deficit when recommending an expansionary fiscal policy).
The project also generates important positive externalities as students learn to:
8. cite sources properly, 9. revise based on feedback and condense information from a previous assignment to incorporate new material, and 10. work in teams to generate a cohesive report.
Student Feedback
Although students initially find the project challenging, in the end, they usually consider it interesting and rewarding. More than 70% of students consider the time on the project well spent (Table 4, Not many students complain about the workload; it is made feasible by allowing students to work in small teams which creates discussion and collaborative learning from each other.
Overall, students appreciate the opportunity of working in groups:
"The group project throughout the semester was a good learning experience for me. Not only about the current state of the economy but also how to successfully work in groups."
The students also very much appreciate receiving feedback on the interim reports: Nine out of ten students appreciate the feedback on the interim reports (Table 4 , row 3). For many students, this project is the first opportunity to practice revising, condensing and expanding reports. The staggered reports reward hard-working teams and give a chance to teams that start off slow. There is always a noticeable improvement between reports and most teams are able to generate a final product they are proud of.
"At first, the project seemed overwhelming, it was exciting to actually understand and be able to write a paper like this! Allowing us to incorporate feedback twice really helped the process!" (WSU 2012) Although we ask students to answer a set of questions to give the project a certain direction, these questions leave ample room for pursuing different interests. For example, some students in our economics courses are finance majors. The project allows them to explore the links between the macroeconomy and financial markets, which is -especially since the financial crisis -a natural way for researchers to study the macroeconomy, but still Sample mean of survey responses. Evaluation scale: 1 "Strongly Disagree", 2 "Disagree", 3 "Uncertain", 4 "Agree", 5 "Strongly Agree".
underrepresented in intermediate macro textbooks. Students themselves incorporate topics
outside of textbook such as asset bubbles, credit, financial markets, housing market, moral hazard and securitization. In addition to business cycle topics, growth topics can also be incorporated into the project. Focusing on issues of current interest makes the students more excited about the project. The top teams in one of our BC classes received an extra boost of motivation by aiming to publish their report in "The Eagletarian", a student-run economics journal at BC.
After taking our project-augmented course students feel ready to discuss current issues facing the U.S. and world economy, recalling the models covered in class, as the responses in the upper part of Table 5 show. Figure 4 .2 reveals how much the course -and the projecthave increased students' confidence in dealing with macroeconomics. Whereas we have not done the counterfactual, students' self-assessment increased by an entire evaluation category, from between "Acceptable" and "Good" to close to "Very Good" by the end of the term. The project is very flexible. It is textbook-independent and it can naturally be tailored to current economic and political affairs. It is interesting for economics majors as well as non-majors and varying the team size and report length with class size makes the project feasible even for larger classes.
As we have shown, students find the project initially challenging, but are in the end impressed by the amount of learning and the skills acquired, gaining practice and confidence in using economic theory and models outside of the classroom. It makes students excited about "boring theory" and greatly improves their learning experience and outcome. But above all, the project contributes to educating a new generation of economics students that are ready to not only confront the world with their ideas but also participate in debates by weighting their views against current consensus models. The world needs them. Tables 6 to 8 show matrices for the WSU 2012 "Advisors to President Obama Project". CONTENT -50% (50 points) 1. Description of the current state of the U.S. economy and comparison to the state prior to the recession (Please use important economic variables to describe the economy and explain to the President why these variables are important) (12.5 points) Emerging Developing Mastering Does not attempt to or fails to identify and summarize accurately.
Identifies and summarizes, though some aspects are incorrect or confused. Nuances and key details are missing or glossed over.
Clearly identifies and summarizes the issue. Identifies integral relationships essential to analyzing the issue. Results are not relevant.
Results are relevant but not complete. Results are complete, focused, relevant. 2. Definition of a recession (Please inform the President whether the recession is over or not) (12.5 points) Emerging Developing Mastering Does not attempt to or fails to identify and summarize accurately.
Results are relevant but not complete.
Results are complete, focused, relevant. 3. Comparison of the recession to another recession in the history of the U.S. or any recession in another country (Please explain to the President why you chose this particular comparison by telling him why it is interesting and relevant) (12.5 points) Emerging Developing Mastering Does not attempt to or fails to identify and summarize accurately.
Results are relevant but not complete. Results are complete, focused, relevant. 4. A brief analysis of causes of the recession (12.5 points) Emerging Developing Mastering Does not attempt to or fails to identify and summarize accurately.
Results are relevant but not complete. Results are complete, focused, relevant. PRESENTATION -50% (50 points) ORGANIZATION: Meaningful introduction, logical flow of ideas, development of ideas within sections or paragraphs, cohesive report, proper use of sources (25 points) Emerging Developing Mastering Work is unfocused and poorly organized; lacks logical connection of ideas. Report is not cohesive and does not flow well. Format is absent, inconsistent or distracting. Unnecessary repetitions exist.
Basic organization is apparent; transitions connect ideas, although they may be mechanical. Format is appropriate although at times inconsistent.
Organization is clear; transitions between ideas enhance presentation. The report is cohesive and flows well. Consistent use of appropriate format. Few issues with other components of presentation. Few sources are cited or used correctly. No evidence of search, selection or source evaluation skills. Repeats information provided without question or dismisses evidence without adequate justification.
Most sources are cited and used correctly. Demonstrates adequate skill in searching, selecting, and evaluating sources to meet the information need but only information covered in class/textbook is used.
All sources are cited and used correctly. Evidence of search, selection, and source evaluation skills; notable identification of uniquely salient resources. Examines evidence and its source; questions its accuracy, relevance and completeness. Interesting and relevant information not covered in class/textbook is used. WRITING QUALITY: Appropriately writes to audience; correct spelling, grammar, conciseness (25 points) Emerging Developing Mastering In many places, language obscures meaning.
In general, language does not interfere with communication. There is no or very little attempt at revising Report 1.
There is some effort at revising and condensing Report 1 using feedback but more changes to Report 1 are needed.
Report 1 has been revised using feedback on both the economic analysis and paperwriting skills. Report 1 has been condensed to make enough room for the above Report 2 questions. Most sources are cited and used correctly. Demonstrates adequate skill in searching, selecting, and evaluating sources to meet the information need but only information covered in class/textbook is used.
In general, language does not interfere with communication.
Language clearly and effectively communicates ideas. At times, nuanced, eloquent. Grammar, syntax, or other errors are distracting or repeated. Little evidence of proofreading. Style is inconsistent or inappropriate for selected audience.
Errors are not distracting or frequent, although there may be some issues with more difficult aspects of style and voice. Style generally consistent and appropriate for selected audience.
Errors are minimal. Style is very appropriate for audience.
There is no or very little attempt at revising Reports 1 & 2.
There is some effort at revising and condensing Reports 1 & 2 using feedback but more changes to Reports 1 & 2 are needed.
Reports 1 & 2 have been revised using feedback on both the economic analysis and paper-writing skills. Reports 1 & 2 have been condensed to make enough room for the above Report 3 questions.
• America's Values -"Trust in America."
-"Together we progress towards success."
-"Of the people, for the people."
-"America: By the People, for the People, and of the People."
• Partisan Positions -"To decrease foreign dependency, get rid of Obamacare and put OUR money back in OUR pockets."
-"4 years forward, not 4 years back."
-"Mit won't quit 'till the deficit takes a hit."
-"I will fight 110% for the 100% through continued healthcare reform, growth of the middle class, and invest in the future."
• Other -"Avoid the edge of the fiscal cliff."
-"Understanding the Past, Building for the Future."
-"Do it yourself." -"Reduce income inequality among U.S. population."
